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Reclaiming China’s former soft power 
 
By Michael Keane, Queensland University of Technology, Queensland 
 
Abstract 
The discussion begins with a discussion of soft power and creativity in contemporary 
China. The article then examines three development trajectories: territory, technology 
and taste. The third section examines the effects of taste in more detail through examples 
of China's creativity in art, philosophy and technology primarily in three key periods, the 
Western Zhou, Han, and Song  The principal argument is that while China’s cultural 
authority was established on deep Confucian roots, its international influence, and its 
creativity, is indebted to periods of openness to ideas.  
 
 
Contact: m.keane@qut.edu.au  
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Introduction: The dialectics of emergence 
 
In late 2008, Xinhua Publishing House released a book with the evocative title Creativity 
is Changing China.1 In this, the author Li Wuwei, a senior economist and vice-chairman 
of National Committee of the Chinese People's Political Consultative Conference, a high-
level national reform advisory group, contends that creativity is needed to make China 
more competitive, over and above the nation’s existing productivity in manufacturing. 
The book contains a number of case studies of competitive creativity in China.  
 
On the surface the title of this publication appears to be a contradiction of major Chinese 
Communist Party doctrines which have privileged the more instrumental term “culture” 
and its capacity to bind the nation together over time. In Mao Zedong’s tenure as 
paramount leader from the 1940s to 1976, creativity was a bourgeois concept; indeed, it 
remains under general suspicion from hardline Communist Party conservatives despite 
now claiming a new leading role in economic development.2  The term never formed part 
of the socialist revolutionary project. Instead cultural policy and cultural standardisation 
was utilised to illustrate the splendour of Chinese civilisation and Marxist-Leninist Mao 
Zedong Thought. The role of cultural policy was normative; it did not encourage Chinese 
people to “think out of the box”. Li’s prescription for creativity, however, is 
unapologetically Western-oriented. Li presents an open notion of creativity, extending 
                                                 
1 Wuwei Li, Chuangyi gaibian Zhongguo (Creativity is Changing China) (Beijing: Xinhua Publishing 
2008). 
2 Michael Keane, Created in China: the Great New Leap Forward (London: Routledge 2007). 
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from arts to technology and business. Creativity in the new standard translation (chuangyi) 
is literally the “making of ideas.” 
 
In this paper I examine the emergence of this fashionable creativity discourse, which has 
led to a proliferation of activity in media and cultural sectors. I begin by looking at the 
themes of territory, technology and taste, which provide a historical road map of the 
development of innovation and ideas. Following this I look at three periods in Chinese 
history when creativity was more than just adornment. I link these historical associations 
of creativity with the current fad for creative development and the construction of 
creative precincts, clusters and other forms of real estate. As a Chinese colleague 
remarked to me recently when I suggested the term creativity (chuangyi) might become 
somewhat diluted by overuse: “If we use the word often enough, the government will 
eventually get to understand it”.3 
 
Since 2008, a number of Communist Party stalwarts have called for creativity as a means 
to expand China’s “soft power” and to reverse the nation’s cultural trade deficit.4 These 
include Wen Jiabao5 and Li Wuwei6, and even Hu Jintao.7 The rehabilitation of creativity 
marks a significant point in China’s historical development.  The custodians of the 
                                                 
3 Discussion with editor of the Blue Book of China’s Creative Industries, published annually by the China 
Economic Press, Beijing, October 20, 2009.  
4 For a discussion of cultural trade deficit see Michael Keane, Created in China: the Great New Leap 
Forward, (London: Routledge 2007).  
5 Note Wen Jiabao’s use of creative industries on 5 March 2009 at the opening ceremony of 5th session of 
the 10th National People’s Congress. See http://www.gov.cn/2009lh/content_1259471.htm’ for English see 
http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/docs/2007_gov_work.pdf 
6 Li Wuwei, Creativity is Changing China 
7 Jintao Hu, ‘Hold high the great banner of socialism with Chinese characteristics and strive for new 
victories in building a moderately prosperous society in all respects’, Report to the Seventeenth national 
Congress of the Communist party of China, Hu Jintao, October 15, 2007, English version available at 
http://www.bjreview.co.cn/document/txt/2007-11/20/content_86325.htm Accessed 08-02-08 
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culture of the “middle kingdom” during the great eras of Chinese civilisation, the Han, 
Tang and Song dynasties, felt little or no need to spread their “ideas” in the way that 
Europeans subsequently colonized the globe in their own image. The world came to 
China and China took from the world what it saw fit.  
 
The Middle Kingdom, a territory bounded by barbaric states, established a cultural 
system that was homogenous by comparison with a European model that required the 
formulation of universal values to govern. This Chinese “culturalism”, according to 
Hermann-Pillath was based on ritual, which over time defined cultural unity in terms of 
certain kinds of action.8 For instance, whereas in the Western world, the seeker of 
knowledge was inclined to ask “what” questions (what is this element? what is it made up 
of?), in China one would ask “where” questions (where should I follow? what road 
should I take? where should I position myself?”9     
    
Culturalism predisposes ideological continuity, a recurrent theme in Chinese history. In 
doing so, however, it engenders a delicate tension between orthopraxy and interpretation. 
The structural model of top down symbolic rule contends with the application of local 
belief systems; in other words, there are variations of control at different levels. However, 
the control mode is the one usually associated with bureaucratic China, its elites and its 
officials. Jiang Jun, the editor of the journal Urban China, argues that a dialectical 
relationship between control and openness emerged during the Warring States period 
                                                 
8 Carsten Hermann-Pillath, ‘Cultural Species and Institutional Change in China’, Journal of Economic 
Issues, 2006, 60 (3) 539 - 574 
9 David Hall and Roger Ames Thinking from the Han: Self, Truth and Transcendence in Chinese and 
Western Culture, (New York: State University of New York Press 1998) pp. 103 –104.  
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(770 BC to 206 BC). This formative period of Chinese tradition witnessed intense rivalry 
among kingdoms and contending schools of thought. The Warring States period was a 
time when two divergent models of statecraft emerged. The kingdom of Qi, in present 
day Shandong, offered a development model based on economic competitiveness, which 
Jiang contends was a primitive form of “gold/finance based capitalism”.10 Qi’s proximity 
to the ocean delivered cross regional trade networks, allowing wealthy capitalists to 
occupy influential roles in the power structure. The relatively high economic freedom 
that resulted from trade fostered an informal and outward character in the kingdom’s 
cities. By way of comparison, the north-western landbound state of Qin emphasised land-
based feudalism and centralisation of power. As history tells, Qin eventually triumphed 
and set the pattern for succeeding dynasties.  
 
Jiang says of the Warring States period: “the vitality and creativity brought by the market 
economy to society was also what the rulers needed.”11 Creativity manifested itself in 
various forms and registers throughout Chinese history beginning from the Warring 
States. It is possible to identify cycles of social control, followed by extended periods of 
openness. Inevitably, however, change occurred as embedded institutional processes 
encountered the irresistible force of new ideas, culminating in the opening of China to the 
West in the late Qing, and once again in 1978 when Deng Xiaoping proclaimed the Open 
Door Policy.  
 
                                                 
10 Jun Jiang, ‘Controlled by chaos’, Ubiquitous China, special issue Volume, 2: 2006, 20 – 31. 
11 Op cit, p. 22 
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In a recent study of innovation, the eminent European social scientist Helga Nowotny 
contends that over time innovations have mixed with the local environments and have 
combined with territory to produce further steps of progress.12 The historian Samuel  
Adshead argues that the drivers of economic growth in dynastical China were territory, 
technology and taste.13 The first of these, territory, evokes histories of conquest and 
expansion of empire. The system of myriad city-states of the Warring States period 
consolidated into larger bounded territories that eventually became seven powers. 
Alliances, intrigue and open warfare ensued. The Warring States transformed into 
independent kingdoms ruled over by large families headed by a king (wang). Land was 
seized by armies, allowing many to lay claim to power, wealth and prestige. The desire to 
conquer lands also drove the development of sophisticated technologies of military 
control, an important theme in Chinese history. Later the Mongol empire of Ghenghis 
Khan would develop an unparalleled fighting machine that relied on artisans whose skills 
could be used for innovations in plunder.  
 
                                                 
12 Helga Nowotny Insatiable Curiosity: Innovation in a Fragile World, (Cambridge: MIT Press 2008). 
13 See S.A. M. Adshead, T’ang China: The Rise of the East in World History, Basingstoke: Palgrave 
McMillan 2004); also Adshead, Material Culture in Europe and China: the Rise of Consumerism, 
Basingstoke: Palgrave McMillan, 1997). The field of economic history is complex. For instance, 
economists such as Baumol have entered the debate about China’s lack of innovation by arguing that 
during medieval China productive activity, for instance commerce, was regarded as disgraceful, in 
comparison to acquiring wealth and prestige through military expansion. The power of capitalism, in this 
view, is predicated on wealth, power and prestige, but in so far as this is achieved through entrepreneurship 
and innovation, attributes of progress in this view conspicuously absent in China. See W. J. Baumol, The 
Free-market Innovation Machine: Analysing the Growth Miracle of Capitalism, (Princeton and Oxford: 
Princeton University Press, 2002). 
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The need to cultivate fields, together with attendant demands for capital investment to 
raise productivity, is part of the territorial imperative. Cotterell writes of the later Han 
Dynasty14: 
 
The opening up of new lands, together with improvements in agricultural 
techniques, raised the population to fifty-three million, a total in excess of the 
Roman Empire.  
 
Territory is directly reflected in the growth of cities, which absorbed labour from the 
countryside. Territory also demonstrates the importance of identity and civilisation 
discourses. In China the idea of territory embodied dynastic struggles for power, which 
regularly altered the balance of power between Confucianism, Buddhism and Daoism; at 
several times in its history China was ruled by outsiders: in the Han, Northern Wei, Yuan, 
and Qing dynasties. Territory also includes the voyages of the Ming Dynasty navigator 
Zheng He (who reminded far-flung empires that China was indeed the centre but who, 
unlike the Portuguese, chose not to plunder). Ultimately, however, territory reflects the 
incursion of the West upon Chinese sovereignty in the mid-nineteenth century.  
 
Technological development is central to the rise of institutions. Technologies are both 
physical and social. Indeed, Chinese reformers in the late Qing dynasty spoke of the 
material superiority of Western technology. However, the West had long been aware of 
Chinese innovations. During the Han dynasty technological breakthroughs included 
                                                 
14 Arthur Cotterell, The Imperial capitals of China: an Inside View of the Celestial Empire, Pimlico: 
London, 2007), p. 38. 
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papermaking, the production of steel, the stern rudder post, and the invention of a 
seismograph. Later innovations were the magnetic compass and gunpowder. The 
technology of hydraulic water-driven machinery used for the spinning of wool and silk 
was borrowed from China, ultimately accelerating the Rise of the West when combined 
with coal during the industrial revolution.  
 
Ideas about administration made their way to the West and were adopted in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.15 The system of providing examinations for 
appointment was taken up by the East India Company. According to a report in 1835, 
“the full development in India of this Chinese invention is destined one day, perhaps, like 
gunpowder and printing, to work another great change in the states-system of Europe”.16  
 
The role of taste as a driver of economic progress is a key to the emergence of what is 
now termed China’s “soft power”. To understand the contemporary aspiration for cultural 
influence it is necessary to note the role of cultural exchange in traditional China. 
Cultural markets were central to social life, to China’s economic development and its 
authority as the “middle kingdom”. Commercial activities co-existed with official 
patronage of art and culture. In times of openness, notably the Han, Sui, Tang and Song 
periods, Chinese culture absorbed influences from afar. The margins of the empire were 
important in the evolution of cultural forms and genres—in music, painting, sculpture, 
pottery, literature and the performing tradition. Independent entertainers and cultural 
                                                 
15 See Alexander Woodside Lost Modernities: China, Vietnam, Korea and the Hazards of World History. 
(Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 2006). 
 
16 Robert Inglis, quoted in Cotterell 2007, 8. 
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intermediaries spurred the evolution of cultural forms by promoting trade of cultural 
products from the margins to the centre, throughout the empire, and across cultural 
continents. The dynamism of cultural markets, bazaars, opera theatres, street life, and tea 
houses contrasted with the selective display of culture in the royal courts of Beijing, 
Kaifeng, Chang’an, Hangzhou, Nanjing and Luoyang. Throughout Chinese history the 
centre tolerated the commercial sphere of cultural activity and facilitated its vitality 
through festivals.  
 
 
The foundations of cultural openness and Chinese influence 
 
The period known as the Western Zhou (1115 –781 BC) laid the foundations of East 
Asian culture. Confucius lived in this age of creativity and established a private school, 
which was said to have had more than 3,000 students.17 Officials and advisors to kings 
and princes carried bamboo, bark and silk scrolls. The teachings of the so-called Hundred 
Schools of philosophy, together with historical records of the contending states, provided 
ample materials for the production of books. Mencius, Xunzi, Mozi and Zhuangzi further 
stimulated debates about the role of the individual within the collective. Learned teachers 
were widely sought after, while memorization and rote learning were condemned as 
artificial education. Guo and Sheng write that a form of educational activism in the Zhou 
was the practice of luring large number of scholars “partly to serves as a source of ideas 
for enhancing the prosperity of the state and partly to gain an aura of intellectual 
                                                 
17 Shangxin Guo and Xingqing Sheng, A History of Chinese Culture. Kaifeng: Henan University Publishing 
1991), p. 25. 
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respectability in a land where respect for scholars had already become an established 
tradition”.18 The Jixia Academy in the State of Qi, now Shandong, was an important 
centre. As mentioned earlier, the state of Qi provided the most open and creative 
environment in Chinese history.    
 
The Qin dynasty (221 – 206 BC) is directly associated with unification of the Empire and 
with this standardisation of speech and writing. The Qin was a north-western state, and 
according to Cotterell, its distance from the learned centres allowed it to dispense with 
superfluous traditional formalities stifling efficiency.19 Qin was open to new ideas about 
governance. From a certain perspective it can therefore be viewed as an open regime. 
Certainly, cultural development accelerated with dissemination of books concerning 
agriculture, medicine, astronomy and mathematics. However, conformity of political and 
intellectual outlook resulted in much existing scholarship becoming redundant. From this 
perspective it prototyped the centralising model that would later inflict immense cultural 
damage on China. The Qin ideal was about “strengthening the trunk and weakening the 
branches”. Qin officials were usually seen carrying bamboo book scrolls, not of the 
Confucian classics, but of the regulations of the Legalist code. By the end of this dynasty 
the self-designated august emperor Qin Shihuangdi had turned on the Confucian scholars, 
burning their books and, according to historical legends, burying many of them alive.  
 
The tyranny of China’s first emperor was followed by the Han dynasty (206 BC – 221 
CE). During the Han the state instituted the imperial academy along with the first 
                                                 
18 Guo and Sheng , p. 225 
19 Cotterrell, op. cit. 
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examination system based on the Confucian classics. This “empire school” (taixue) 
facilitated the emergence of a knowledge economy. China established itself as a universal 
empire based on idea of the mandate of heaven, the notion that succession was delivered 
by good governance. The Han presaged a more open and tolerant society; the dynasty’s 
name has since been widely used to describe Chinese nationality (hanren).20 Along with 
relaxations there were attempts to systematise administration. In 140 CE the scholar 
Dong Zhongshu advised the Emperor Wu Di to formalise orthodox knowledge, 
effectively marginalising the contending Confucian voices of the Hundred Schools period. 
The educational curriculum from this time was underpinned by rote memorization of 
selected Confucian classics and the sayings of ancient sages. In the reign of Emperor Wu 
Di a Music Bureau was founded to train musicians, and perform rites. This bureau 
eventually extended its remit to include songs and folk ballads of common people.  
 
Speciality book markets and schools appeared in Luoyang and Chang’an, the two capitals 
of the Han dynasty. The most famous text was The Historical Records by Sima Qian. The 
Han was a period of territorial expansion, which gave impetus to the importance of 
recording history. The invention of paper occurred later in the Han and is generally 
attributed to a person called Cai Lun, further stimulating the circulation of books on 
topics as diverse as sexual advice, law, and fortune-telling. Markets prospered in which 
goods were both bartered and exchanged for money. Bronze craft, lacquer, jade, painting 
and sculpture were evidence of a revival of cultural commerce. The Han dynasty also saw 
the opening of China to “foreign” influences. The Silk Road, through what is now 
Xinjiang opened up a path to the Roman Empire by the first century CE. This trade route 
                                                 
20 For an extended discussion see Keane, Created in China: the Great New Leap Forward. 
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brought woollen and linen textiles into China as well as coral and pearls, amber, glass 
and other precious stones.21  
 
Continual border conflict meant that the Han emperors were caught up in territorial 
skirmishes with the Xiongnu, a barbarian tribe who maintained a fast-riding cavalry. 
These ongoing altercations had important effects. First, they initiated diplomacy based on 
trade. The Xiongnu were appeased with fineries of Han civilisation—gold and silk in 
return for animal skins, rugs and rare stones. Second, the battles against the Xiongnu led 
the Chinese general Zhang Qian into the new “Western regions”, later to be known as 
Central Asia.22 Third, the Chinese mainstream absorbed new cultural influences; for 
instance, the tall “celestial” horses that have come to be associated with Tang and Song 
oil painting were introduced during the western exploits.23 The skirmishes with the 
Xiongnu also led to innovations in Chinese music. The percussive style of music of the 
nomadic tribes was absorbed into the mainstream of the Han Imperial army; this new 
music utilised drums, gongs, bell type percussive instruments, panpipes, a cylindrical 
double reed instrument called the jia, and the transverse flute.24 It subsequently served as 
ceremonial music in the royal courts. The nomadic Xiongnu themselves moved westward 
and were replaced by another barbarian tribe, the Xianbi. Other instruments introduced 
into the Chinese mainstream during this period included the hongkou, a kind of Persian 
harp, and the pipa lute, which was derived from the plucked string instruments of the 
                                                 
21 This trade route is discussed in detail by Philip Curtin, Cross-cultural Trade in World History, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1984). 
 
22 See Susan Whitfield, Life along the Silk Road (London: John Murray Publishers, 1999). 
23 W. Watson The Genius of China (London: Times Newspapers, Westersham Press Ltd, 1973). 
24 Guo and Sheng, p. 422 
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caravan trade along the Silk Road. In the so-called Northern Dynasties period (the 420s), 
imported music flourished. The entry points were Xiyu in present day Xinjiang and 
Xiliang in present day Gansu. The former incorporated music styles from Central Asia 
while the Indian influence was absorbed into Gansu.          
 
The Tang was the golden age of poetry. Poets such as Li Bai, Du Fu, Gao Shi, Cen Shen, 
Wang Changling and Li Qi were innovative in style and popularised poetry. The era saw 
the emergence of ci poetry, texts set to existing musical tunes. In the capital of Chang’an 
music flourished; indentured officials regularly outlaid amounts of money to patronise 
musical troupes, in particular female singers from central Asia. Foreign styles in music 
became fashionable and international performing troupes supplemented the thousands of 
musicians and dancers employed to perform daily in Chang’an’s Academy of the 
Performing Arts and the Pear Garden, the latter an elite academy established by Emperor 
Ming Huang.  
 
Tang openness did not however extend to the image of commercial exchange later 
reported by Marco Polo. In the Tang rulers implemented the strict Lifang (alley and lane) 
street unit system. Despite its reputation as an open age informal activities were divided 
into groups and assigned to specific spaces. In this way, a system of control restricted 
creative diffusion of ideas. Also indicative of the dual identity of Tang China was a 
violent crackdown on Buddhism in 845 CE under the reign of Emperor Wu Zong. 
Despite this purge and the administrative restrictions on business activities the Tang 
period is generally regarded as a period of great self confidence and cultural authority. 
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The term tangren (for instance Tangren jie or Chinatown) is still used to signify cultural 
tolerance. 
 
 
The origins of the term creativity 
 
 The idea that the lexicon of creativity existed in ancient times is the subject of a recent 
article on the early usage of the contemporary Chinese term for creativity: chuangyi, the 
form now used in the development idea of the “creative industries” (chuangyi chanye).  
According to Zhao Hong many proponents of creativity in China believe that the word 
for creativity, chuangyi, is a borrowed term.25 When one consults English-Chinese 
dictionaries before 2007, it is rare to see chuangyi. Rather we find the term chuangzaoli: 
literally the power to create. In this conventional usage, the character zao refers to the act 
of making, so the idea is “making for the first time”.  
 
If we look back to Confucian times, the act of creation was expressed as making (the 
character used in Confucian texts was invariably zuo, literally “to make” or “to cultivate”; 
in others senses it meant “to give rise to”). The contemporary term, chuangyi, was used in 
the Han and Tang dynasties in an academic sense in relation to the development of 
innovations in the form of language (chuangyi zaoyan). The contemporary usage of 
chuangyi, what Zhao calls the expressive mode of creativity, comes into play later in the 
                                                 
25 Hong Zhao ‘The origins of the word ‘creativity’ in Chinese culture’ (hanyu zhong “chuangyi” yi ci 
yuanbai huaxia wenhua), Modern Chinese (Xiandai youwen) 2007, 4, pp. 124 -125. 
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Song Dynasty. The Song was also known for an expansion in vernacular creativity, as 
more cultural products emerged in city markets.            
  
By the beginning of the Northern Song in 960 CE, the Silk Road had lost its appeal to 
long distance traders due to the likelihood of conflict; the focus of trade reverted to the 
maritime route. The ocean had served to direct trade as early as the second century; 
Indian and Indian-Malayan merchant ships had plied the spice trade along India’s east 
coast to Guangzhou while the Arabs and the Persians later used this same route. Bagdad, 
Rome, Guangdong and Guangxi were accessible to Madagascar, providing a means to 
establish contact with India, Sri Lanka (Ceylon), the Mediterranean, and the Persian Gulf. 
Chinese embroidery, pottery and porcelain handicrafts reached distant destinations, 
arriving in Europe as early as the sixth century. The high point of sea trade and cultural 
exchange came during the Mongol occupation of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries 
and increased as foreign visitors came to China.  
 
The Song dynasty was a more open era than the Tang. China in the Northern Song 
experienced economic prosperity, despite the encroaching Turkish and Mongolian tribes. 
Agricultural production, handcrafts and commerce advanced in tandem with painting, 
calligraphy and ceramics. Cultural trade flourished as agents plied their trade as “cultural 
intermediaries”. The imperial system of official selection provided a catalyst for 
scholarship The Song Dynasty emperors lifted restrictions and curfews that had restricted 
market activities in the Tang. Jiang Jun26 writes: 
 
                                                 
26 Jun Jiang, p. 22 
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The market went from the alley to the street; its working hours were extended 
from the daytime to the evening; the facades on the side streets were turned into 
attractive and showy interfaces; residential and commercial districts blended into 
each another; the principal function of the city was also transformed from being 
an administrative centre in the Tang to an industrial and commercial centre in the 
Song Dynasty 
 
For many, the Song represents the pinnacle of Chinese painting. The painters of the day 
were classified in three categories: palace artists, scholar officials, and popular artists. 
While the palace artists were supported by patronage and scholar officials’ work was 
non-commercial, the popular artist aimed at economic benefits, generating a market for 
cultural artefacts. There were said to be over 800 artists plying their skills for commercial 
gain in the Song. The painting and calligraphy market in the southern capital Hangzhou 
was prosperous and well attended.  
 
Markets and fairs in the northern Song capital of Kaifeng promoted the curio trade. 
Important curio markets appeared, such as the Kaiyuan temple in Yuezhou, a focal point 
for overseas businessmen. Song openness was made possible by a more informal model 
of governance, what Jiang has called “governance by doing almost nothing”.27  Order 
was maintained by the baojia system through which households cooperated to guarantee 
local security. The emergence of large urban centres in Kaifeng stimulated a need for 
entertainment and this led to the practice of professional story telling. In the Southern 
Song storytellers organised guilds to promote their activities and to propagate new scripts. 
                                                 
27 Jun Jiang, p. 24 
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The tales of this era were a further innovation, embracing a full picture of real society 
rather than pandering to the tastes of elites.  
 
Self-government allowed greater social mixing and provided opportunities for urban 
populations to conduct informal activities. The performing arts became commodities. 
Large entertainment markets called washe existed in the larger urban centres. The washe 
was a place for performances, usually located in business districts, together with night 
markets. Story-tellers plied their wares, although their use of the vernacular language 
(baihua) was often considered inferior to the classic style. Each washe had several 
theatres (goulan). In Kaifeng there were more than 50 theatres and in Hangzhou there 
were more than twenty washe and goulan.28  
 
 
 
The end of empire 
 
The Song was the apex of Chinese civilisation, invention and learning according to many 
accounts. The Yuan, Ming and Qing had their share of innovations, notably in the field of 
governance. (However, there is insufficient space in this article to expand on these 
periods). By the mid-stage of the Qing dynasty Guangzhou had attracted a concentration 
of merchants who populated the Xiguan (Western gate) and opened China to criminal and 
unsavoury activities. “Informal culture” emerged again to stimulate and challenge the 
                                                 
28 See Shuqing Hu and Pinxing Zhang (eds) Zhongguo wenhua shi (The History of Chinese Culture), 
(Beijing: Zhongguo guangbo dianshi chubanshe 1991). 
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conservatism of the aging Empire.29 A relatively brief period of cosmopolitanism 
transpired in China’s treaty ports (Peking, Tianjin, Shanghai and Canton) during the first 
four decades of the twentieth century.  
 
By the mid-twentieth century, threats posed by Western capitalism eventually led to 
complete isolationism under the Communist regime. China was officially closed off to 
outside influence, except for Soviet cultural and scientific exchange, between 1949 and 
1978.  When the Open Door Policy was finally announced in 1978 after decades of 
isolation, the nation once again became a receiving culture; people consumed new ideas 
and sought to make up for enforced cultural deprivation. Over the next several decades 
the Chinese nation countenanced a range of approaches to catch-up: turning to 
Communism as a staged development model in the 1950s, initiating a massive push to 
reform the economy and develop a Chinese innovation system in the mid-1980s, and in 
the first decade of the 21st century embracing the euphoric slogans “innovative nation” 
(chuangxin xing guojia), “independent innovation” (zizhu chuangxin), and most recently 
“soft power (ruan shili).  
 
 
 
 
Concluding remarks: Regaining China’s authority 
 
                                                 
29 Jun Jiang, op. cit. 
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In the sometimes nationalistic euphoria of a “Chinese 21st century”, economic growth is 
linked to “harmonious society” (hexie shehui). In this new era of outward-looking 
authority, “cultural creativity” is endorsed by the Chinese leadership as a public good. 
But many ask: why is China not competing forcefully in the global or even regional 
creative economy? Why is it not “sending” its culture as it did in the past?  
 
In his summary report to the nation’s Seventeenth National Congress on 15 October 2007 
the Chinese President Hu Jintao provided an important message about China’s lost 
creative spirit30:  
 
In the present era culture has become a more important source of national 
cohesion and creativity and a factor of growing significance in the competition for 
overall national strength …we must stimulate the cultural creativity of the whole 
nation and enhance culture as part of the soft power of our country to better 
guarantee the peoples’ basic human rights and interests, enrich the cultural life in 
China and inspire the enthusiasm of the people for progress       
 
Hu’s speech is particularly significant for the insertion of the term “soft power”. While it 
appears only once, it is directly associated with culture and creativity.  
 
                                                 
30 Jintao Hu, ‘Hold high the great banner of socialism with Chinese characteristics and strive for new 
victories in building a moderately prosperous society in all respects’, Report to the Seventeenth national 
Congress of the Communist party of China, Hu Jintao, October 15, 2007, English version available at 
http://www.bjreview.co.cn/document/txt/2007-11/20/content_86325.htm Accessed 08-02-08 
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Several factors can be drawn together to explain China’s recent engagement with soft 
power. First, the more technocratic slogan “innovation is the soul of a nation’s progress” 
has failed to capture the hearts and minds of people, despite massive investment by the 
state in science and technology parks; second, China’s lost cultural influence appears to 
play heavily on the minds of China’s leadership. Cultural diplomacy, particularly through 
Third World channels is now envisaged as an appropriate way to extend influence 
globally; third, the past few years have witnessed a series of lively debates about the 
importance of industries such as design, advertising, animation and fashion, resulting in 
the construction of hundreds of creative clusters, animation centres, film backlots, 
cultural precincts, design centres and artist lofts; fourth, global media events such as the 
Beijing Olympics and the Shanghai World Expo provide an international stage to 
demonstrate what many call China’s new found self-confidence; fifth, education in 
Chinese culture through Confucius Institutes is charged with improving international 
penetration of Chinese ideas and renovating negative images of China as a control state; 
and sixth, the influence of Japanese and Korean popular culture on China’s youth cultures 
in recent years has caused acute embarrassment to cultural nationalists. It is time to turn 
the tide. 
 
Another unexpected, but until recently concealed factor, has added to the appeal of soft 
power. In 2005, China’s “cultural trade deficit” became troubling news. At a press 
conference convened in April of that year Ding Wei, an assistant to the Minister of 
Culture in the State Council Information Office announced the nation’s deficit in 
international cultural trade. Figures published in the 2004 Yearbook of China’s 
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Publishing Industry revealed that the ratio of imports of cultural products to exports stood 
at 10.3 to 1. In 2003, China had imported 12, 516 copyrighted books and had exported 
just 81.31  
 
Following this, the Deputy Director of the Ministry of Culture’s marketing department, 
Zhang Xinjian, admitted that the cultural share of Chinese cultural products in the US 
was close to zero, except for internationally invested cinema successes like Zhang 
Yimou’s The House of Flying Daggers, which recouped US12.5 million in America and 
US10 million in Japan. Zhang said, “Cultural trade dominates in today’s international 
culture market. We have to adapt.”32  
 
Chinese soft power, the term now frequently invoked to support the emergence of a 
“creative China”, is linked to a national desire to reclaim cultural authority. As I have 
shown, in reflecting back on the development of Chinese cultural markets over time, we 
can identify periods of high influence, times when Chinese ideas and values were 
influential beyond its territories. The first great period of openness occurred during the 
Warring States, leading to the Hundred Schools of Thought and the genesis of East Asian 
cultural values. The succeeding periods saw the rise of Chinese influence and in 
particular the development of Confucianism, the indigenisation of Indian Buddhism, and 
                                                 
31 People’s Daily Online n.d.: http://english.people.com.cn/200504/15/print20050415_181119.html 
See Keane 2007 for a discussion of cultural trade deficit. Trade figures may be conservative estimates 
given the Chinese government’s penchant to over-estimate national productivity. In comparison’s 
UNESCO’s highly problematic report International Trade in Selected Cultural Goods and Services, 1994-
2003 lists China as the third largest cultural exporter following Great Britain (1st) and US (2nd). According 
to UNESCO the US exports US$7.6 billion, even factoring in cultural services. In another report, not 
accounting for cultural services, Canada alone imported $Can3.1 billion in culture goods from the United 
States. See http://www.statcan.ca/Daily/English/060612/d060612b.htm 
32 People’s Daily Online n.d.: http://english.people.com.cn/200504/15/print20050415_181119.html 
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later the export of Chan Buddhism to Korea and Japan. The transmission of ideas was 
made possible by shifts in political power, occupation by foreign powers and the 
existence of trade routes. Periods of openness were followed by cycles of restraint, most 
notably during the socialist culture period from 1949 to 1978. International outreach 
became a form of propaganda work. In the 21st century the discourse of internationalism, 
combined with the Beijing Olympics, brings Chinese cultural influence back to centre 
stage. The question remains, however, can China ever really regain its lost cultural 
authority?    
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